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ABSTBACT 

An experiment vas designed to determine vhether 
kindergarten children could recognize the authorship of a piece of 
prose by the style of the vriting. Specifically, the experittent 
eranined vhether, at the age vhen reading instruction typically 
begins, children are capable cf appreciating stylistic properties of 
text that are almost universally edited out of instructional 
materials* Thirteen children Sere briefly exposed in a naruralistic 
setting tc twc works by each of five authors of children's stories* 
vhen they listened to tapes of a third vork by each of the authors, 
six of the children vere able to correctly identify the authorship of 
three or more of the five stories* The other seven children 
identified one or fewer correctly (three of these did not complete 
the task)* Ihe results suggest that at least some five-year-cld 
children have the ability to appreciate and discriminate among the 
literary styles available in trade publications intended for their 
age group* (Author/FX) 
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Abstract 

In a pilot $tud]r» 13 kindergarteners were briefly e:q>osed in a naturalistic 
setting to 2 works by each of S childr«is^ authors* When they listened to 
tapes of a third work by each of the S authors^ 6 of the children were able 
to correctly identify the authorship of 3 or Mre of the S atories* The 
other 7 children identified one or fwer correctly <3 of these did not 
conplete the task)* 
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Five-Year-olds' Recognition of Authorship by Literary Style 

An experinent designed to deteriftlne whether kindergarteners could 

recognize the authorship of a piece of prose by tl;e style''' of the writing 

waa undertaken as a pilot for a larger^scale experiment with slightly older 

children^ The hypothesis was that at the age when reading instruction 

typically^ begins^ children are capable of appreciating stylistic properties 

of text (syntactic, rhetorical, netrical^ and lexical) that are almost 

universally edited out of instructional isaterlals« Trade books desigttated 

for this age group do not suffer nearly so much from this flaw as basal 

readers do» but few cont^ain the range of linguiatic and rhetorical 

structures that characterize the variety of styles available in so-called 

2 

picture books designed to be read to 3- to T^year^olds* Rather^ owing to 
the strict constraints imposed by the publiahers of basal readers on 
sentence length, vocabulary^ and story length, these works have to be 
designed in such a way that they are devoid of most characteristics of 
individual style* If It can be shown that children attend to and appreciate 
stylistic differences^ then it would seem to follow that expecting than to 
read such basal readers is, to say the leasts inconsiderate^ At best it is 
pointless* at worst it is counterproductive* Is it possible that Johnny 
doesn't learn to read because there is no thrill in being able to read; 

Rabbit said, *'I can run* 

I can run fast* 

you can't run, 'Hirtle* 
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You can^'t run faat.** 
Turtle 8ald» "^Look^ Habbit. 
See the park. 
You and I will run. 
We'll tun to the park.** 

(froai **Rabbit and Turtle** in Clyiier» ?arr» Gatea» & Robinaon^ 1977» 
p. 60) 

tlhia is the beginning of a retelling of the atory of the race between 
the h^re and the tortoiae. ] 

When Suzu looked in the veeda^ ahe didn't aee Pete. 
But ahe did aee a big yellov butterfly. 
Ben case dovn from the tree. 
**Vou didn't find me/ he aaid. 

(froa **Hide and Seek** in Clymer» Martin^ & Gatea» 1977» p. 126) 

r r 

[Thia ia from a atory about a hide and aeek game.] 

*'I'm sick of green/ Rita said to herself. *'Too much green ia like too 
much candy. A little green ia nice» but not too much.** tfhen the aun 
aet» Rita took off the magic glaaaea. She never wore them again. 
(Puneky» 1976^ p. 144) 

tThifi ia the end of a atory about aome glaaaea which granted a girl'a 
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wish that evetything he green» but which could not be removed until 
sunset. ] 

Pftssftges like these sight have a hard time coiqieting even vith oosething as 
borittg as sixtK-tiae reruns of Flintstones cartoons c What if you offered 
Dr< Seuss and Haurice Sendak and Bussell Hoban to Johnny instead? 

Hhat we are suggesting Is that if chlldran can tell the difference 
between Beatrix Potter and Margaret Uise Broim^ by their writing style» then 
they can surely diittinguish between the tf?o of theA» for example^ and A D uck 
is a Duck <Clyiier» Parr» 6ates» & Robinson^ 1977)^ If they can» and if they 
prefer the s^listic coaplexities of the foraer^ as basic principles of 
attention theory would suggest^ then requiring them to read the colorless * 
artificial prose of basals for two or three or even six years seems 
pointless at best; at worsts it wastes valuable tine that could be spent in 
more profitable ways and risks boring the children snd conveying to them 
that there is nothing interesting to be learned in books» or even in school. 

To put It another way* the use of children'^s literature in beginning 
rcsding programs might motivate children who are not motivated by the 
prospect of learning how to read so that they can read the literary 
equivalent of Pablum or Muzak. Children that come to first grade motivated 
to learn to reed will probably learn to read regardless of what method and 
materials are used» although they may become re^tlesii an;t ''turned off** when 
they perceive zhe enormous gap between what they are rirad at- home and what 
they are expected to read in school. But it is the children who come to 
first grade with little prior knowledge of the wonders of books for whom 
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Mtivation is a critical factor^ To motivate, them^ the early materials will 
have to be intrinsically wrth reading — i*e*» enjoyable"because it is 
likely that these children will find np reason to work to learn to read if 
the only pay-off is approval from the teacher* Learning to read ±s its own 
reward when you know that there are Mny things you will want to read« 1^ a 
child does not know this» it may be no particular thrill^ and he or she Bi^y 
feel it is not worth the bother* 

Method 

Subjects 

The participants in this experitient were 13 children enrolled In the 
kindergarten class of a day care center (where the children of one of the 
investigators were enrolled) in a midwestern university coiuunlty of 95»000« 
There were five girls and eight boys» ranging in age from 5*0 to 6*1 years* 
These children had not begun formal reading instruction^ although two of 
them could read unfamiliar texts vlch some facility* The reason that this 
study was conducted in a private kindergarten rather than in a flrst^ or 
second^gitade classroom is baalcally one of convenience and flexibility* 
Without evidence that the task was feasible^ we were reluctant to ask to 
restntcture or disrupt 4^ hours of instructional time in a classroom* 

Procedures 

Over 14 days» at our request^ the regular classroom teacher read 10 
books to the class times normal for such an activity and in she way she 
normally would read to the children^ showing the illustrations and answering 
questions* The 1^0 books» read in the order in which they are iisted>- werer 
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1* Dr* Seuds: The Lora x* New York: Random House* 1971* 

2, Margaret Viae Brown: Wait Ttll the M oon ia Full* New York: 

Harper & Row* 1948. 
3* Sill Peet: Th e Ant and the Elepha nt* Boston: Hotighton Mifflin* 

1972* 

4* Virginia Kahl: The Habits of Rabbits * New York: Charles 

Scribner's Sons* 1957* 
5* Beatrix Potter: t he Tale of Mr, Jerep y Fisher , New York: Warne* 

1906* 

6, Dr* Seuss: toj>py Birthday to You , New York: Random House* 1959* 
7* Margaret Wise Brown: The Runawa y Bunny* New York: Harper & Row^ 
1942, 

8, Bill Pee t: B ig Bad Br uce , Boston: Houghton Hlfain* 1977, 

9, Virginia Kahl: T he Baron ^s Booty * New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons* 1963, 

10* Beatrix Potter: The Tale of, Peter Rabbit * New York: Warne* 
1902* 

Shortly after the l^st book was read to the group* the investigators 
prepared the group for the new task of indicating their identification of 
new stories with the following task: 

Five-page booklets were distributed to the children* On each page of 
the booklets five pictures had been photocopied in black and white. Each 
picture represented a major character from a book by a different one of the 
five authors mentioned above* In every case the character came from one of 
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the bo<^8 reed to the children in cless^ end with only one exception^ the 
cherecter's neae occurred in the title of ^the book* The sane five pictures 
appeared on each page but were arranged in different orders* For each page» 
the children were asked to put a crayon vark on *'the picture that looks like 
it was drawn by the person who drew the pictures in [title] and [title]**; 
the two titlea ty each author were cited in turn* This was an unusual task 
for the children and a few seMed puzzled ty it* Though aost seeiMd to know 
the correct answers* sove «ay have been distracted by wondering why we would 
ask southing so obvious* The investigators also observed in at least one 
case that a child would point to the correct answer* but for sotte reason 
could not be persuaded to mark it* The children got froa 2-5 correct* 

Himber correct 2 3 4 5 Total 

Nuttber of children 4 5 13 13 

/ Then* five tape recordings of other stories by the sane authors were 
played individually to each child* The stories on the tapes were 

1* Dr* Seuss: I Had Trouble i n Getting to Solla Sollew * New York: 

Randon House* 1965* 
2* Beatrix Potter: ^e Tale of Two Bad Mice* Hew York: Wame* 
1904* 

3* Bill Peet: Eli* Boston: Houghton Hlfflio* 1978* 
4* Margaret Wise Brown: Fox Eyes* Ifev York: Pantheon Books* 1951* 
5* Margaret Wise Brown: The Little Fur Faally* New York: Harper & 
Row* 1946* 
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6* Virginia Kahl: The Perfect Pancake* New York: Charles 

Scribner's Sons* I960* 
7* Virginia Kahl: Hoy do you Hide a Mbnater? New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons* 1971* 

Each child heard the tapes in a different order* Sow children heard 
tvo stories by one author and one each by 3 others* and soae children heard 
one stoty by each author* Thus* not all the children heard all the authors* 
This was intended to serve as a quality control device* Unfortunately* 
one-third of the children in the second condition did not co^lete the task* 
and the behavior of only four subjects seeaed an insufficient basis oo which 
to draw conclusions* 

Before each story* the children were told that at the end of the story 
they would be asked to think about which of the books read by the teacher 
the new story most reninded thea of* the children were also told that when 
the stoty was over* they would be asked to oake a nark on a picture in a 
booklet similar or identical to one used in the illustration identification 
task* Not all booklets were identical: The Mldren who heard two stories 
by the same author had five A-^item pages* while those who heard one story by 
each author had five 5*iteiii pages* 

Hhen each story was over* the researcher read these instructions to the 
child: 

If you think this story was written by Beatrix Potter* who wrote the 
stories about Peter Rabbit and Jeremjr Fisher* put a sark on the picture 
of Peter Rabbit* 

w 



Recognition of Style 
9 

If you think the ttocy you Ju«t heard vas vrltten ^ Virginia Kahlt who 
VTOte th« stories aboat Ounhlld* and th« rahhltSt put a aark on the 
picture of Ounhllde* 

If you think that the «tory tias written Hargaret Wise Browot who 
wrote the stories about the Runway Bunny and the raccoon who wanted to 
go out at nlghtt put a s^rk on the little raccoon's picture* 

If you think the story was written If Dr* SeiisSt who wrote the stories 
about the Lorax and the Birthday Bird* put a «ark on the picture of the 
Thorax* 

t5*lteB group onlyj If you think the story was written If Bill Peett 
who wrote rthe stories about Big Bad Bruce and the ant and the elaphantt 
put a mark on the picture of the bear* 

After the child had urked a cholcet the researcher asked the child: 

Have you ev^er heard this stocy before? 
Hov did you knew It was that one? 

Tell m soaethlng about the atocy that aade you know who wrote It* 

We did not expect to get auch In the way of revealing or even true 
answers to such questions (S^^ear^lds have been observed to have no qualM 
about waking up answers to such questions out of whole cloth)* but anything 
Indicating awareness of any stylistic property would be significant* 

Responses fell Into one of 3 categories* Hany were either ''off the 
wall** or siaply unlnforaatlve* For exfia^lot 
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Child Correct wtch? 

{Hov did you know it was that one?] 

Well» vy dad told 10 yes 

Well» because we read the Lorax and 

it was part of the circle* 7 yes 

Because I heard it in sy classroooi before* 2 no 

I just knew* I was Just thinking in ny 
head* I reveabered in ay slnd who it was 
always written Iv* 7 no 

A good number* however* seen to indicate at least a vague awareness of 
style* 

{How did you know it was that one?] ^ 
Because * * * uh * * * because they were 

talking the sane* 6 yes 

Ufl» because of how they were talking* 3 yes 

Well* it sounds like she's the one (pause) 

that was talking* It really sounds like 

the Lorax girl* See* in little parts 

of it it sounded like she was talking* 

And she was talking in the Lorax* I think* 

because she sounds the saae as the Lorax 

girl* 1 yes 



is 
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And a few cottaents showed that at least one child was conscious of certain 
deteninants of style; 

[How did you know that it was that one?) 
Secsuse 1 heard the story of Big Bad Bruce 
and they said something about the 

s * * * nort» and they said it too* 8 yes 

Host of the children^ predictably^ did not have the concentration to 
perform the entire task at a single sitting (about 55 minutes), and did one 
or two stories st a time* Three or four children did have the concentration 
to do thl0» however^ (two of these were readers) and several were so 
intrigued with the task of guessing the authorship that they interrupted the 
tape to tell us the author (usually correctly) and preferred^ contrsry to 
our expectations^ to go on to the next tape^ rather thsn hear the end of the 
story* (Perhaps it is relevant that this part of the experiment was not 
conducted under the best of circuustances: The tapes were unfortunately 
excessively **noisy»** and the listening accottoKHlstions were not particularly 
CM£ortable-*ttsually the floor of s saall roo« that was not in use«) 
Children were allowed to discontinue the experiaent at any tine if they did 
not wish to go on* Three children did not conplete the task* One listened 
to 4 out of 5 stories^ one to 3 out of 5» one to 2 out of 5« 
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Selection of Task 

For testing kindergarteners' ability to recognize literary style, ue 
considered a number of ta8k8« A almple recognition task, wherein s child 
would be asked If a passage had been heard before^ ms rejected as not 
directly tapping the abilities ue wanted to test* A 2 x 2 forced-choice 
task (Hatching unfattlUar [or familiar] passagea with familiar authors'' 
names two at a time) uas rejected as not very Informative^ since making one 
Incorrect answer practically entailed making another^ and vice versait one 
correct answer practically entailed making another correct answer* A 
2-out*of*3 (or more) matching task, where a child would be asked to say 
which tvo passages out of a group were by the same author^ uas rejected as 
loglstlcally unfeasible for nonreaders; The passages would have to be 
presented orally, and we Judged that It would be asking too much to ask 
children to remember three or more passages and their order of presentation* 
In order to say uhlch two were nost alike* 

We wanted to make the task ss difficult as we could and still get 
better*t1iian*chance performance so that it uould test the limits of the 
chlldrens' ability and so that the results would be as Informative as we 
could manage* For this reason, we settled on a l*-out*of*5 multiple-choice 
style-ioatchlng^ task, with the test materials containing as few non*-style*- 
related clues as possible* 
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Selection of Materials 

Selection of materials was not a natter to be taken lightly* 
Preliminary invcatlgatlon indicated that children might use subject^tter 
or characters' aaaea to decide authorship* For exaaple. In a similar 
forced'^cholce task, the primary Investigator's 5^ear-old daughter correctly 
chose *'the author of the Babar books*' as the author of an unfamiliar 
paragraph referring to an individual named Arthur, and *'the author of HI, 
Cat and Whistle for WHlle" as the author of an unfimlUar paragraph 
referring to a dog named Willie* When questioned, she replied that she had 
made her judgvents on the basis of the name Arthur and the name Willie, 
reapectlvely* Thus, our materials had to meet all of the following 
criterlat 

1* Author had to have a distinct style* If we were not able, 
intuitively, to Identify an author's works as stylistically unique, we 
did not consider her or his works as candidates for inclusion In the 
study* This eliminated a number of authors. Including tzva Jack Keats 
and Robert McCloskey* 

2* Author had to have written at least three books which were not all 
about the same unique subject matter* This ruled out« e*g*« Jay 
Wllliaas, among whose books we could find only one that was not about 
prlnceases or kings* 

3* Author had to have written at least two books with nonoverlapplng 

sets of characters* This, regrettably, ruled out many authors with 

strongly individual styles, for example, the de Brunhoffs, authors of 
3 

the Babar books* 
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4* tfe had to have acceas to at least three books by the author that 
shared a distinct style* This eliminated such atylistically 
interesting authors as Haurice Sendak and Roaeaary Wells» since we 
couldn't find three booths (on the shelf at the local library) that net 
our other criteria and ahared the sane style* 

5* At least one of the bo6ks» and preferably all three» had to have a 
text which could preaent the story independently of the illustration^ 
bo that (a) the faailiarization stories could be equally well 
assimilated by children sitting farther from the teacher and by 
children clustered closely around her» and (b) the taped story would 
not be incomprehensible* 

The teating had to be done with tapes of the books rather than 

exemplars^ even exemplars that obliterated the author's name» in order to 

eliminate the possibility that the children might identify the authorship by 

identifying the illustrations^ which in most casea here were done by the 

author* Also» we wanted to eliminate the graphics (type face» layout) aa a 

possible source of identification* Having observed that at least some 

2-year*olds can recognize theae things^ we presumed that many 5*y6ar-olds 

4 

probably could also do this* 

What we eventually ended up with was the following: two authors who 
wrote in rhymed couplets and used lots of long words: Dr* Seuss and 
Virginia Kahl; two authors who wrote about anthropomorphized animals whose 
behavior was apparently intended to resemble that of children: Beatrix 
Potter and Margaret Wise Brown; and one author who wrote about 
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anthropoaorphlzed aniaala whose behavior Wi\ Intended to reaemble that of 
adults with diverse human falllnga: Bill PeeU 

In deciding which books would be uaed In familiarization and which In 
testing* we consulted the teacher In order to avoid using as a test hook one 
Which she had previously read to the children* tfe could not» of courae» be 
aure that none of the children had heard any of the teat hooka at some prior 
tiMtf but we know of only one case where a child had previously heard or 
read one of the teat bo6ks» the Dr* Seusa one* This child correctly 
Identified the authorahlp of all of the other teat booka* 

Finding five authors who met all of our criteria waa very difficult* 
In the Initial planning of the atudy» we feared that Including Dr* Seuas 
might bias ti^e experiment In favor of the hypotheala* However^ the 
dlacovery of Virginia Kahl allowed us to Include both authors In the study* 
Both write silly fantasy Involving* humane In rhymed anapestlc tetrameter* 
Samples are reproduced here. 

**They have vanished^ they'^ve all disappeared from our alght* 

Our dear little daughtera give one such a fright*** (Virginia Kahl» The 

Baron 'a Booty) 

But I'm also la charge of the brown Bar-barloota 
tfho played in the shade In their Bar-ba^loot aulta* 
(Dr* Seuss» The Lorax) 
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Dlacrlainatioa between these tyo writers has to be done on such relatively 
subtle- linguistic cuea as Dr* Seuss^a oade-up apeci^^s (Bar-ba-loots) * 
conpound nouns (Bar^ba*loot suits * Super-Axe^Backer )^ and very colloquial 
language (yha cki slacker ^ crumales) aa opposed to Virginia Kahlua more 
pretentious syntax and recherchS vocabulary (toothsoM» delectable* 
aavoury) * As it turned out* the Dr* Seuss story was identified correctly 7 
- out of 12 tines; one Kahl story was Identified correctly 4 out of 11 times* 

the other once in two triala* Among the six children who identified the 
authorship of three or more of the stories correctly* the Dr* Seuss story 
was mlsidentified only once (as being written by Kahl)* and the Kahl story 
was mlsidentified twice* 

Similarly* by choosing three animal story authors* we hoped to 
eliminate topic as a cue to authorship* and force the judgments to depend on 
subtler cues; Brown's stories are repetitious* her sentences vaguely 
rhythmical; Potter uses British Victorian words and phrases; Feet's style is 
earthier than those of the two women* his characters more bad*tMpered and 
his stories a little more violent* Indicative samples are reproduced here* 

**If you are a gardener and find me*** said the little bunny* 

will be a Mrd and fly away from you*** 
*'If you become a bird and fly away from me*"* said his mother* 
**I will be a tree that you come home to*** 
(Margaret Wise Brovn* The Runaway Bunny) 

Peter gave himself up for lost* and shed big tears; but his sobs were 

o Is 
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overheard by some friendly sparrows* who flew to hia In great 
excitraent* and li4>lored him to exert himself* (Beatrix Potter* Th^ . 
Tale of Peter Rabbit) 

*Vhere in blazes did you cone froa?tI** she shrieked* giving the boulder 
a vicious kick* (Bill Peet* Bi g Bad Bruce) 

The Potter book ( The Tale o f TWo Bad Mice ) was correctly identified 4 
times out of llj the Brown books ( Fox Eyes and' Little Pur Family ), 7 times 
out of 13* and 1 time out of 4* respectively; and the Peet book ( Eli) * 2 
times out of 6* Among the six children who correctly identified the 
authorship of three or more books* Fox Eyj^ s was correctly Identified 5 out 
of 6 times* and Little Pur Family, 1 time out of 2; The Tale of Two Bad Mice 
was correctly identified 4 times out of 6* and Eli* 2 times out of 4* Pour 
of these 6 mlsldentifications Incorrectly Identified authorship as being 
Kahl's* one as Seuss's* One child said Pox Eyes was most like the books by 
Beatrix Potter* 

Results 

Zhe group of children who participated in the pilot divides Into two 
natural subgroups on the basis of their participation: those vho got three 
or more correct* and those vho got 0 or 1 correct* 



Insert Figure 1 about here 
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The probability of choosing the correct itea out of five is 0*2* The 
probability of doing this three or mote tiMs in five trials is around 0*06* 
This iseans that six children perfonied at a level of accuracy highly 
unlikely to be attributable to chance* The other seven performed with far 
below chance accuracy* In other words* nearly half the group performed in 
Such a fashion as to iaply that their coi^rehension of stories was not 
United to vague outlines of plot and characterisation , but extended to 
appreciation of the subtler rhetorical and linguistic aspects of style* 
Apparently the other half of the group either (a) misunderstood the task» 
(b) did not attend to the discriminants of style* or (c) fixed upon 
arbitrary guessing strategies: One of this group of six children chose the 
first item on every page of the booklet* (The child who got four correct 
correctly chose the first item on the first four pages of her bodklet* From 
her comments during the task and from the fact that her last {incorrect] 
answer was not the first item» we doubt that this indicates a blind 
answering strategy*) 

Correlations 

There was no apparent correlation of the percentage correct with the 
sub:]ect8' age or sex* 



Insert Table 1 about here 
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Furth«nore» there was no direct correlation betveen the children's 



ability to do yell on the Illustration pretest and their ability to pHerfom 
the style recoftaltlon task* This indicates that performance of the style 
recognition task Is not a sliiple function of Intelligence or ability to 
follow directions* Specifically^ of the 10 children who cc^leted the style 
recognition task* the three children who did be»t (all 5 correct) on the 
Illustration recognition task got 0 or 1 correct on the style recognition 
task* The children yho did poorest (2 correct) on the Illustration task^ 
with one exception^ got 0 or 1 correct on the style recognition task* But 
(with one exception^ a child who did poorly on the Illustration task) 
children who did noderately well on the Illustration task (3*4 correct) got 
3*5 correct on the style recognition task* 

A possible explanation for this Is that the group that got lOOZ correct 
on the Illustration task were accustomed to attending wch more to the 
Illustrations In listening to stories than to rhetorical and linguistic 
properties of the text» and that most of the children In the group that did 
poorest on the lllustrstlon task simply were not accustomed to attending to 
either style or illustrations In listening to stories* But the reason that 
the children who did best on the style recognition task did only moderately 
well In recognizing illustrations Is perhaps that their concentration on the 
aspects of literary s^le that allowed them to recognize authorship 
precluded their paying nore attention to the Illustrations* 

In the absence^ however^ of confirmatory observations of the Individual 
children^ It seems Just as Justifiable to attribute the gsp between the 0*1 
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correct group end the 3*5 correct group to indivlduel diff«rences (e^g** 
sensitivity to language) or lingitistic maturity* Another posaibiltty is 
that the children in the 0*1 correct group sittply had less prior experience 
with the authors whose style ue chose to investigate* 

Implications 
laplicatioas of the Results » if Validated 

This study appears to show that at least som Wear-olds have the 
ability to appreciate and discrlninate aaong the literary styles available 
io trade publications intended for the 3* to 7^esr*old group* Indeed^ 
several children found the chalJenge of testing this ability eidiilarating* 
Supposing that it is valid to extrapolate froa the population tested to a 
representative group of 6 1/2- or T^ear^olds who have the ability to read 
worda they have never read before^^ we could expect that approximately half 
of tCie children could be enjoying real children's literature instead of the 
colorless^ lifeless^ gutted^ controlled^ and graded texts that they are 
condemned to read-^ven if they are given the privilege of reading the next 
grade's books* And this extrapolation takes no account of the greater 
sophistication that children 15 months older may be expected to have* 

If replicationa and extensions of this study bear out ita results^ :hen 
there are three direct Implications for instructional practices* 

1* The publishers of basal readers^ at least after the first rnader^ 
should relax their stringent sentence-length and passage*length 
requirements and include as much real children's literature as 
possible^ literature by children's authors^ not by nameless hacks; 
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literature written for children^ not for the <or^ulae of Spache or Fry ^ 
or Flesch or IJaleKlhall* At the very leasts postpriaer readers need 

not be edited to such uniform standards as are traditional^ but could 

5 

approach the variety of styles available in trade books* 
2* Those responsible for determining instructional materials for 
primary-?! rade classes should consider dispensing entirely vith basal 
aeriesf at leaat after the first reader^ and organize their programs 
around the more exciting trade materials available* Much such oiaterial 
is already available very inexpensively frooi such organizations as 
Scbolaatic Book Services* 

3* Reading organizations and other education organizations should 
undertake to persuade legislative bodies of the folly of requiring a 
whole atate^s or district's textbooks to conform to artificial grading 
fotmulae» so that 1 and/or 2 above could be economically inplemented* 
The obJecti<^n is likely to be raised that the fact that 5-year-olds can 
appreciate the differences betveen vorks by Beatrix Potter and Hargaret Wise 
Broim does not mean that 7-year-*olds could read the vorks of either author 
independently^ that 7-year-old^ have enough trouble reading the *'colorless» 
lifeless** prose in the basals* It is certainly true that there is no direct 
entailment from vhat 5-year*olds can comprehend orally to vhat 7*year-olds 
can independently read» but I think this study suggests that 7-year^lds 
might be able to read Margaret Wise Brown and Beatrix Potter; the fact that 
some have trouble vith eecond-grade basals might be due to stylistic 
properties of the basals that are introduced in the process of writing a 
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graded reader^ Davison^ Kantor^ Hannah^ Her»on» Lut£» and SaXsillo (1980) 
have ahoim that nai^ of the devices used in adapting a text to meet 
aentence^leogth* vocabulary* and passage- length requirements contribute to a 
marked decrease in the coherence and interest of the text« In «ddition» it 
is a basic principle of attention theory that perceptual activities which 
demand more mental processing tend to be favored over less demanding 
activities (Hardiman & Zemich» 1978)* The fact that some 7-^ear*olds have 
trouble with grade-level basal readers may be a problem of motivation; it 
may be that they would do better on more co^lex^ more difficulty more 
challenging material* 

There is a further argument to be made in favor of providing as 
instructional material texts that are more challenging* an argument which is 
so obvious that it is a wonder it is not made more often* If children are 
not ex{K>sed to **di£ficult** words like because or if or ml^ht (these are 
**second-^rade words** in mosJt basal series) or **complex** structures like 
result clauses or relative clauses or concessive clauses* or even 16-word 
sentences* because they are **too hard*** how is the child supposed to learn 
to deal with them? There are only two conceivable reasons for delaying 
them* and neither of them is sufficient* 

1* **The child is not familiar with such constructions until a later 

age*** 

Horse puckey* Listen to 5* and 6*y«t^^r*old children speaking 
unselfconsciously* They use most of these constructions in their own 
speech* and the only way they will learn the others is by reading them* 
because they are largely vritten*register constructions* 
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2* '^Otlng such constructions vlll sake sentences too long for 
bttinnlog readers to read without losing track of their content «nd 
reaching their fruatratlon level*** 

la there really evidence for this? It Is hard to believe that a child 
who can read unfialUar 9-vord sentences with reasonable fluency would 
be reduced to unutterable confusion hy a 16<^rd sentence* 
The argument that children »ust be given aaterlals that challenge thev 
has not had wch currency* Perhaps the reason for this Is that unreasonable 
Inferencea have been unneceasarlly drawn from the reasonable dlctua that 
children learn best when they feel they are succeeding* Two such Inferences 
have to do with the definition of success* If success means properly 
articulating evety syllable in oral reading^ and giving evidence of gleaning 
eve^ ahred of meaning from a text» of course children are unlikely to 
satlafy teachers who demand lOOZ success or even 75Z success at evety trial 
(e*g*^ eve^ recitation) » and are likely to react negatively to such an 
impossible task* But there la no need to demand auch a high level of 
accuraqr for daily recitation^ and there Is no need for children who are 
performing at a less- thatt*per feet level to feel they are not succeeding* If 
challenges met successfully are applauded^ and incorrect choices and answers 
are corrected unobtrusively (e*g*^ ty pronouncing an incorrectly pronounced 
word in a question sbout something else) and with Insight Into their source 
(Dleterlch^ Larkln^ Freeman^ t Yanofsky^ 1979) » then children who perform 
with leas than» say» 80Z accuracy can rightfully feel successful^ too* 
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Finally^ there la the arguaent that successfully aeetlng a challenge la 
itself a source of pleasure and satiafaction* As Bishop (1935» p* 204) put 
it» 45 yeara ago» in a critical reviev of the Thorndike Library: 

It Is pathetic and contrary to life to be confronted only with what one 
can underatand^ and children who read the title-page of the Thomdike 
edition-*'*edited to fit the interest and abilities of young 
readers'*«vill very likely lay the book aside^ because if there is 
anything a child dislikes^ or any one at any age for that matter^ it is 
to have sooething handed to hin and announced as being specially, 
prepared to oeet his understanding* 

Doesn't depriving children of the satisfaction of meeting a challenge 
contribute to making learning to read an unpleasant experience? 

In any case» the hypothesis would seem to merit further investigation* 
The following section outlines one experiment which would apeak directly to 
the iasue* 

Implications tor Further Testing 

To find out what T^year-olda are capable of » you have to test 7-year*^ 
olds* An ideal study ^uld use a population (more representative than that 
used in this sttidy) ot 7-^ear*olds who could read at least at the level of 
the primer or first reader* Instead of presenting the texts orally^ and on 
tape» familiarisation texts could be read independently (or orally by the 
teacher or investigator) » and the test materials could be presented retyped » 
in ptimaty*size type» preserving the l^out^ but not the type face or 
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illustrations of th« orlginel* Xt aight not be necessary to reproduce 
entire texts; It atght be sufficient to reproduce representative paragraphs* 
An attaapt could be «ade to correlate Individual scores with IQ* tested 
reading levels history of being read to at ages 3*5* and readability scores 
on the test naterlals» as well as with the usual things (age^ sex^ parents' 
SBSf etc*)* 

The sane texts could be used as were used In this pllot^ but It sight 
prove revealing to add a fw authors (not of picture books) not used here^ 
such as Kipling (Vust^o Stories'*)^ L* Frank Baiai iOz stories)^ and Betty 
HacDooald (tfrs* Plggle-Wlggle stories)* and In addition^ stories fros a 
basal reader* Testing would have to use carefully selected paragraphs 
rather than entire texts^ because of the recurrence of characters lit the 
works of some of the authors* 

Conclusion 

Six kindergarteners out of thirteen tested were able to correctly 
identify at a rate well above chance the authorship of works they had not^ 
to our knowledge* been exposed to* This task was accomplished preauubly on 
the basis of perceived sinllarltles to other worka by the same authors^ to 
which they had been exposed^ via a alngle reading of each of two other books 
per author tested* 

Xf this ability is present* which remains to be aeen* In children 
learning to read* and is demonstrable using materials thA children read 
themselves* which also reoMlns to be seen^ then It would seem to constitute 
a prima facie argument for altering current instructional practice and/or 
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basal reader editing in such a vay as to capitalize on this ability by 
including in instruction aore actual literature vith appreciable style» 
despite the fact that it aay not aeet the rigid and arbitrary traditional, 
readabili^ criteria. 
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Footnotes 



Thla research was supported by the National Institute of Education 
under Contract No* tI5-iiIE«C*400-76-01l6 to the Center for the Study of 
Reading* We are grateful to Anne Roalef , Terrie Fortney, and Jill Hardwicfc 
for assisting in the aelection of saterisls and collection of dats* 

note on literary style* Ve take it for granted that there is such s^ 
thing as litersry style, and that it Is literary style, aaong other things, 
that distinguishes the prose of, say, Dostoyevslcy, from that of, say, Donald 
Barthelae* We use literary style as a cover ten to refer to those aspects 
of sentence construction, vocabulary choice, rhetorical devices, plot and 
chsracter develofuaent, etc* (but not subject matter) that distinguish the 
work of one suthor fron that of snother* 

Our research does not depend on any particular theory of literary 
style; thus, w have not found it appropriate to include any surveys of 
theories of literary style* The resder is referred to Enkvist (1964) and 
Hough (1969) for genersl discussion of the problems of defining *'^tyle**' . 

Bader (1976) refers to picture books as *'an art form [Which] hinges on 
the interdependence of pictures snd words, on the simultaneous display of 
two facing pages** (p* 1)* We use this term to refer generally to books 
intended for children where at least one-half of every opening (two page 
spread) is illustration or white space* 

We considered including such authors, and changing the characters'^ 
names so as not to *'give away** the authorship* We rejected this strategy 
however, on the grounds that (a) the kinds of names an author chooses are an 
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aspect of style* end we did not went to conproslse the integrity of the 

experiment by meddling with even one aspect of en suthor'^s style* end (b) if 

a child did know such an author'^s works well, it mlg^t be unfairly confusing 

to ask for :]udgiient on a work that both is and isn'^t that author'^s* 
4 

At 2 1/2* the primary investigator'^a daughter insisted that she 
already owned gift booka which she had in fact never seen before, saying 
that she recognised the pictures « In fact, ahe owned different books 
illustrated hf the same illustrators (TOm O'^Sullivan and Lionel Kalish)* In 
both cases the books illustrated If the same artist had different authors* 

At 2, the primacy invest igator'^s son ^^read** Crest i Sears i Special K, 
etc« by recognising the type design^ This is apparently not unusual « For 
months* however, he insisted that a certain supermarket was an ice cream 
store* despite regular correction* It turned out that the lettering on the 
store'^s sign was very similar to that used hf the fiaskin-flobbins chain* 

^The publishers of basals have (commendably) begun to include 
selections by genuine children '^s authors, but more oftoi than not* even 
these ate adapted to meet publishers'^ readability formulae* 
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Table 1 

Comparison of Number of Correct Responses 
with Age and with Sex 



Average Age of; 
Total Group 
3-5 Correct Group 
0-1 Correct Group 



64*3 months 
64*8 months 
63*8 months 



Percentage of Girls in; 
Total Group 
3-5 Correct Group 
0-1 Correct Group 



*38 (5/13) 
*33 (2/6) 
*43 (3/7) 
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Figure Caption 

Figure 1. Subjects' assessment of authorship of an unfamiliar text ty 
a familiar author* 
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